CHAPTER-1
INTRODUCTION

Communal amity, particularly between religions communities, is the most important
need of contemporary India. One may ask why religions should divide the people instead
of uniting them in their quest for God and salvation. The answer to this question lies in
the general ignorance of the common features of the several religions and the undue
emphasis on the differences among them, arising largely from the circumstances of their
origin and the history of their spread. These factors can be corrected through inter-faith
dialogue. This brochure aims at providing guidance in the conduct of a fruitful dialogue.
It will focus attention on the three most populous religions of India, Hinduism, Christianity
and Islam.

If the inter-faith dialogue is to be fruitful, we have to bear in mind four points which
Gandhiji used to stress. They are as follows :

(a)    No religion should be torn out of its socio-cultural context, as every
religion has the birth-mark of the society in which it is born;

(b)    The most important thing in religion is inner sincerity or inner voice;

(c)     It is essential for the followers of one religion to study other religions and
interpret them reverentially and not in a hostile way;

(d)    Scriptures cannot transcend reason and truth as they are intended to purify
reason and illuminate truth.

Further, in the Indian context, the participants in the inter-faith dialogue should
have the following attitudes :

(a)     Respect the other's preference in matters of faith.

(b)    Eschew the feeling of superiority of one's own religion over that of   another
and thus avoid the usual consequences of such a feeling viz.,       excessive
pride, aggrandisement, contempt, and violence;

(c)     Realise that salvation, the ultimate goal of life according to one's own
religion, can be reached only through one's own efforts and deeds and not on
the basis of the activities of one's co-religionists or one's religious community.

(d)    Understand the duties and obligations of one's own religious community   in a
pluralist society governed by a secular and democratic nation-state as a quid
pro quo for the fundamental rights guaranteed to it by the Constitution.

It is proposed to give a brief account of the common and special features of the three
major religions in the chapters that follow. Each chapter will deal with an important
theme. The chosen themes are the Concept of God, Approach to God, Relations between
Man and Man, Relations between Man and Woman, Relationship between Man and
Nature and Relations between Man, Religion and State.

But before embarking on such a detailed exercise, it will be necessary to understand
the circumstances in which each religion was born, the nature of its scriptural authority
and the manner in which it has spread. This information, it is hoped, will explain the
special features of each religion as it is now practised in India. There is no doubt that
over the years, every religion underwent changes and gathered accretions and distortions.
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